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After weeks of increasingly violent protests by indigenous groups against the economic policies of
President Gustavo Noboa, an agreement was reached Feb. 7. A state of national emergency, declared
Feb. 2, had failed to end the protests, which had brought large areas of the country to a standstill.
After several demonstrators were killed in the Amazon province of Napo, mediators were finally
able to bring the two sides together.
At a ceremony at Carondelet presidential palace, Noboa and Antonio Vargas, president of the
Confederacion de Nacionalidades Indigenas (CONAIE), signed the 23-point agreement. It includes
a freeze on gasoline prices for one year, a cut in the cost of a tank of cooking fuel from US$2.00 to US
$1.60, and cheaper public transport fares for children, students, and elderly people. In the accord,
the government also pledges not to allow Ecuador to be dragged into Colombia's conflict a sign
of the worry Ecuadorans have about Plan Colombia (see NotiSur, 2000- 10-20). Noboa also said he
would lift the state of emergency and free Indian leaders and protesters detained by security forces
during the demonstrations.
Thousands of Indians danced and sang in the streets to celebrate their victory. CONAIE vice
president Ricardo Ulcuango said the agreement was "a triumph of the indigenous people, of the
Ecuadoran people." Presidential press secretary Alfredo Negrete said the government had learned
that it must work more directly with the Indians on policies that affect them.

IMF measures caused strong response
Protests by students, unions, and civic groups began in early January in response to Noboa's latest
austerity measures, mandated by the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Protests picked up before
Jan. 21, the first anniversary of the uprising that toppled the government of former President Jamil
Mahuad (see NotiSur, 2001-01-19). Indigenous groups, led by CONAIE, moved to the forefront of
the protests. Other groups include the Frente Patriotico (FP), the Frente Unitario de Trabajadores
(FUT), and the Coordinadora de Movimientos Sociales (CMS). They vowed to continue until the
government revoked the latest measures.
In Ecuador, only 25% of the economically active population (EAP) hold full-time jobs. The minimum
wage is US$117.64 per month. Indians make up at least 40% of the population of 12.4 million.
Military response to protests becomes more violent Several Indians were wounded by police during
protests in Cotopaxi province on Jan. 24 when 1,500 demonstrators blocked the Pan-American
highway at Latacunga, the provincial capital. Protesters clashed with the military special forces
(Fuerzas Especiales Patria), which used tear gas and fired on the crowd, injuring four protesters,
one of them seriously. International news agencies said several news photographers were beaten by
the troops, who confiscated their film and videos and broke several cameras. For two hours, Indians
occupied the Quito office of television news service CNN.
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Indian leader Salvador Quispe said they wanted "to denounce internationally the servile attitude
of the president of the republic before the IMF, Plan Colombia, and the national financial sector, an
attitude that has imposed great sacrifices on the Ecuadoran people."
By Jan. 25, roadblocks had been set up on highways throughout the country, and air force
commander Gen. Osvaldo Dominguez called on the government to make the first move toward
initiating a dialogue to resolve the crisis. "We hope the government will sit down for dialogue,
but with concrete responses, because we are tired of talking for the sake of talking when it does
not produce results," said Ulcuango. He said the Indians do not want to overthrow the Noboa
government, as happened in 1997 with the removal of Abdala Bucaram and in 2000 with Mahuad.
"We do not want the president to leave because one goes, and another comes in and it is the same
thing," said Ulcuango. "We want to be heard and to reach concrete agreements."
In a press conference Jan. 28, Interior Minister Juan Manrique said the executive would not tolerate
actions that threatened public order or citizens' peace. He said the Indians' demands were "absurd,"
and that it was "inappropriate" to ask the government to repeal the adjustment measures because
they would reactivate the economy.

Indians make university their base
By Jan. 29, thousands of Indians had arrived in Quito. As they marched toward the city center
the following day, police responded with tear gas, wounding at least two dozen people. Rody
Camino, the Red Cross relief services director, said the wounded including three women and two
children had burns and bruises on their scalps, chests, and hands caused by tear gas canisters.
CONAIE president Vargas was taken into police custody outside a Quito radio station after giving
an interview. Police also detained union leader Luis Villacis. Villacis has led several marches against
the government-mandated price hikes in the past month.
Both were released Feb. 1. Police also blocked off roads around the Universidad Politecnica
Salesiana (UPS), where as many as 6,000 Indians were camped, refusing to let them leave the
campus. Elsie Monge, head of the Comision Ecumenica de Derechos Humanos (CEDHU), accused
Interior Minister Juan Manrique of cutting off water and telephone lines and of blocking food
deliveries to the Indians at the university.
On Jan. 31, after the Asociacion de Municipalidades de Ecuador (AME) offered to mediate between
the two groups, Manrique said he would meet with Indian leaders. "We are ready for dialogue, that
has always been our intention," Manrique said. "We have tried to look for legitimate representatives
of the Indian movement who represent their groups' anxieties and needs, and not those seeking
political candidacy." The same day, the Congress met with representatives of the protesters. Blanca
Chancoso, Marco Murillo, and Auqui Tituana asked the legislators to work toward establishing a
dialogue between them and the government. Talks began on Feb. 1, but Noboa refused to meet with
the Indians, designating Vice President Pedro Pinto to take his place in the talks.
On Feb. 2, Noboa declared a state of emergency, which authorized security forces to carry out
searches and seizures and limited civil liberties. Noboa's decree led to the immediate suspension
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of the dialogue between Indian leaders and the government. Ulcuango and Pinto met Feb. 4 to
try to resume negotiations, but the deaths of three Indians during a confrontation Feb. 5 again
dashed hopes of a dialogue. The deaths occurred as security forces tried to forcibly remove about
700 protesters blocking a bridge at Puerto Napo, 186 km east of Quito. After more violence in
Tena, provincial capital of Napo, the government imposed a temporary state of siege in the city.
Meanwhile, in Quito, police tried to remove the Indians from the university, but they were repelled
by the demonstrators.
Hoping to defuse the situation and avert a national strike that labor unions and civic groups had
called for Feb. 7, the administration resumed talks Feb. 6. The Indians called for the resignation of
Defense Minister Hugo Unda and Interior Minister Manrique, the lifting of the state of emergency,
and the release of dozens of arrested protesters. An agreement was finally signed about 4 p.m. on
Feb. 7.
During the day, sporadic protests by union workers and marches took place in several cities in
response to the call for a national strike. Students in Quito fought with riot police who fired tear gas
outside the grounds of the Universidad Central. Political analyst Simon Pachano, director of the
Facultad Latinoamericana de Ciencias Sociales (FLACSO), said, "The government thought it could
solve the problem with a strong- arm approach, and it found out it couldn't." As a result, he said, the
administration has come out looking mean-spirited and weak, while the indigenous movement- which had been in decline since its aborted 1999 coup attempt was given new life.
Sociologist Alejandro Moreano said the biggest triumph was that Ecuador's indigenous movement
once again demonstrated that it was alive and well, and was thinking in national terms, with a
united vision. "The Indian peoples are a social and ethical force...whose imagery and artistic forms
impregnate the cultural practices of broad sectors of the Ecuadoran nation and are a decisive factor
in the preservation of the identity and future of Ecuador," said Moreano.

Structural adjustment fails to solve problems
"The heart of the problem is how to deal with poverty, which is being heightened by the economic
reforms," said Juan Fernando Teran of the Instituto de Ecologia y Desarrollo de las Comunidades
Andinas (IEDECA), an NGO that works with indigenous communities and is part of a broader
network assessing the impact of structural adjustment programs (SAPS). "If this is not addressed,
the protests will return. Every year the IMF and World Bank come to this country asking the
government to impose these measures and this is the third year running that we've had such
demonstrations."
In a report to the IMF last year, the Ecuadoran government said it had implemented a series of
adjustment measures such as raising the prices of diesel and gasoline by between 66% and 92% and
of other fuels by between 90% and 333%. The government also said it had increased spending on
rural housing, pensions, child health, education programs, and infrastructure.
The Structural Adjustment Participatory Review Initiative (SAPRI), which involves civil society,
governments, and the World Bank in a joint review of SAPs, said Ecuador's 20-year involvement in
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SAPs has had dire consequences. The SAPRI report "Evaluation of Economic and Social Impacts
of SAP in Ecuador 1982-1999" said the programs have led to widespread bankruptcy of local
businesses. Between 1993 and 1995, more than 2,800 firms went out of business. It also said policies
to bring flexibility to the labor market have not improved employment. In the cities, unemployment
among the economically active population (EAP) rose from about 6% at the end of the 1980s to 14.4%
by 1999.
"Measures such as labor market reforms and trade liberalization have destroyed the core of
Ecuador's economy, destroying small and medium-sized businesses that employ the majority of
the people," said Steve Hellinger of the Washington-based Development Group on Alternative
Policies. SAPRI presented a letter to World Bank president James Wolfensohn raising its concerns
that IMF-imposed policies in Ecuador are forcing people onto the streets in protest and that the
government response has been repression. "We are aware that there is a lot of frustration in general
about the effects of globalization," said Alejandra Viveros of the World Bank. "The dialogue is not
finished, and we will continue to assist people to cope" with the effects of globalization. "But it's not
something that can be done overnight."

-- End --
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